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Background.  Considerable researches have described comparison between 
international and local students’ approaches of learning. Other researches have 
examined cultural differences that will bring anxiety to the sojourners in interacting 
with people in the host country. However there is little research done to examine the 
influence of social anxiety on international student’s learning approach. 
 
Objectives.  The influx of international students studying abroad has generated 
numerous studies on cross-cultural problem concerning students' learning approaches. 
Acknowledging these issues, the objective of this paper is to explore the relationship of 
social anxiety among international students studying at Universiti Utara Malaysia 
(UUM) and its influence on their learning approach.  
 
Sample.  Participants were 94 undergraduate international students studying at UUM. 
They were randomly selected from population of 124 students. 
 
Method.  Survey research method with questionnaires using Interaction Anxiousness 
Scale (Leary & Kowalski, 1987) and Revised Two-Factor Study Process Questionnaire 
(Biggs, Kember, & Leung, 2001) were chosen to measure the key variables.  
 
Results.  The findings show that international students studying at UUM have a 
moderate level of social anxiety and tend to adapt to surface approach in learning, 
which may associate with their academic performance.  
 
Conclusions.  The results support some findings on cross cultural learning and refute 
others. The results also provide implication to policies and programs for supporting 
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The influx of international students studying abroad has generated numerous studies on cross-
cultural problem concerning students' learning approaches. Acknowledging these issues, the 
objective of this paper is to explore the social anxiety among international students in 
Universiti Utara Malaysia (UUM) and its influence on their learning approach.  
 
A sample of 94 students studying at UUM was randomly selected from population of 124 
students. Survey research method with questionnaires using Interaction Anxiousness Scale 
(Leary & Kowalski, 1987) and Revised Two-Factor Study Process Questionnaire (Biggs, 
Kember, & Leung, 2001) were chosen to measure the key variables.  
 
The findings show that international students studying at UUM have a moderate level of 
social anxiety and tend to adapt to surface approach in learning, which may associate with 
their academic performance.  
 
The results support some findings on cross cultural learning and refute others. The results 
also provide implication to policies and programs for supporting internationalization of 




Internationalization improves, enhances, and benefits higher education institutions. It brings 
numerous advantages such as preparing graduates who are internationally-knowledgeable and 
interculturally-competent, achieving international standards, and maintaining international 
security and peaceful relations. It also influences on economic factors by generating income 
for educational institutions as well as to the host country. However, students studying abroad 
tend to bring their cultural and study habits with them which may influence the way they 
adapt to a new learning system. 
It is also evident that international learners have more than language barriers to overcome 
(Salend & Salinas, 2003). If these barriers are not fully understood or appreciated, students 
run the risk of poor academic performance. Beside individual factors, many external factors 
contribute to the learning outcome of international students. Doran (2000) suggests that the 
main challenge faced by the international students is anxiety. Psychologists distinguish 
between trait anxiety and state anxiety (Barlow, 2002).  The most common types of anxiety 
are in the form of social anxiety and performance anxieties and these anxieties may affect the 
students’ physical health as well as their academic performance.  
Malaysian government is one of countries that promotes the importance of 
internationalization among higher education institution. Thus, more than 15, 000 international 
students pursue their studies at either private or public higher education institutions within 
Malaysia (EIU ViewsWire, 2003). One of Malaysian universities that strongly emphasizes on 
internationalization of higher education is Universiti Utara Malaysia (UUM). The number of 
undergraduate international students studying at UUM has increased significantly from 67 
students in 2002 to 117 students in 2004. And the breakdown is presented in figure 1 below.  
 




































Figure 1 Number of International Students’ in Universiti Utara Malaysia 
 
 
The largest number are Thais, followed by Indonesian, Kampuchean and students from other 
countries. Some factors have been identified as important to the success of international 
students. Two variables that are especially important to international students are academic 
integration and social integration (Saenz, Marcoulides, Junn, & Young, 1999). These 
integrations are crucial to international students’ success. Cultural differences among 
international students may exist not only in the motives of learning, but also in their 
relationship with peers and academic achievement. This study suggests that cultural 
differences may bring anxiety socially, and ultimately may influence their academic 
performance. 
 
Although not many previous researches have focused on social anxiety and learning approach 
among international students, however there is very little research done investigating the 
influence of international students’ social anxiety on their learning approach.  Enwistle and 
Smith (2002) found that the anxious international students are more likely to adopt surface 




Many studies were conducted on students’ learning approaches without fully examining the 
underlying cultural values that influence the way they conduct their learning (Leung & Chan, 
2001; Biggs, Kember, & Leung, 2001). Consequently, explanations for international 






Reviewing the work on approaches to learning, Biggs and Moore (1993) suggest that 
approaches to learning were originally conceptualized for the first time by Marton in 1975. 
He found that depending on students’ original intention, they would use one of the following 
approaches: to remember the words, they will use rote learn and rehearsal strategies called 
surface approach, and to discover meaning, to try to understand the semantic content called 
deep approach. Biggs later in 1987 found another approach called achieving approach, 
which is similar to surface approach but more focused on obtaining high grades and winning 
prizes.  
 
Several researchers have been examining differences in the learning approaches of local and 
international students (Ramburuth, 2001; Ramburuth, 2000; Volet, Renshaw, & Tietzel, 
1994). They testified that Asian learners are more likely to adapt with surface approach 
whilst Western students tend to settle in deep approach of learning. Other researches have 
been conducted within different cultural contexts such as examining learning approach of 
Chinese students in Hong Kong (Leung & Chan, 2001; Biggs, Kember, & Leung, 2001), 




Social anxiety is the fear of social situations and the interaction with other people that can 
automatically bring on feelings of self-consciousness, judgment, evaluation, and inferiority 
(Richards, 2004). In the United States, epidemiological studies have recently pegged social 
anxiety disorder as the third largest psychological disorder in the country after depression 
and generalized anxiety disorder (Du Toit & Stein, 2003). 
 
Studies among Japanese and American students have uncovered cultural differences in 
reasoning and decision making performance (Masuda & Nisbett, 2001; Sato & McCann, 
1998). Another study examines culture differences resulting to social anxiety among Chinese 
and Americans students and found that the Chinese students reported lower level of social 
adjustment and higher levels of social anxiety and interdependent self-construal than the 
Americans (Ingman, 1999).  International students were reported to have higher distress on 
various measures of social anxiety (Okazaki, Liu, Longworth, & Minn, 2002). Hence, this 
research is important in examining the influence of social anxiety among international 
students in Universiti Utara Malaysia as well as investigates which approach to learning that 







The total student sample consists of 94 international students enrolled in undergraduate 
programs in Universiti Utara Malaysia drawn upon the population of 124 students using 




A bilingual questionnaire was constructed comprising 3 sections.  The first section contains 
10 questions on students’ demography. The second section comprises of 15 items on social 
anxiety measurement and the items were adopted and modified to suit the educational 
context. Interaction Anxiousness Scale (IAS) developed by Leary and Kowalski (1987) is 
used to measure social anxiety. The scale scores range from 15 (low social anxiety) to 75 
(high social anxiety) and have a high (Cronbach’s Alpha) reliability of 0.87. A high score 
reflects high social anxiety.   
 
The third section contains 20 statements of students’ learning approach measurement.  The 
instrument used is the Revised Two-Factor Study Process Questionnaire (R-SPQ-2F) from 
Biggs, Kember and Leung (2001). The R-SPQ-2F identifies student learning focus in terms 
of the descriptors: deep and surface approaches to learning.  The instrument yielded scores 
for each student on two subscales by summing ten items in each case (a raw score range of 10 
to 50 for each of the deep and surface approach subscales). The revised version of the scales 





A pilot test was conducted on 30 international students in the middle of August 2004. The 
questionnaires were distributed to all the 94 respondents in September 2004. However 
95.75% (90 questionnaires) were received.  
 
Data Analysis  
 
To explore the relationship between social anxiety and learning approach besides to examine 
the association between those approaches with academic performance, Pearson Correlation 
was utilized. The results of statistical analyses and procedures are discussed below.  
 
 
Findings and Discussion  
 
In this research, it was investigated that the level of social anxiety among international 
learners at UUM is moderate, with mean score of 43.74 (from range 15 to 75). Figure 2 




































Figure 2 Means Plot Social Anxiety for each of Country of Origin 
 
 Relationship between social anxiety and learning approaches 
 
The result in table 1 shows that there is significant relationship between social anxiety and 
learning approach among international students at UUM. Further analysis was done by using 
the Pearson correlation and found that the Social Anxiety has a moderate level of significant 
relationship with Surface Approach (p=0.000, r=0.464) but does not have significant 
relationship with Deep Approach (p=0.964, r = -0.005). This means that the higher social 
anxiety, the more likely students adapt to surface approach of learning. 
  
Table 1 Correlation between Social Anxiety and Learning Approaches 
 
           Social Anxiety    
     
   r                  p 
           .285**       .007 
Dimension of Learning Approaches 
 
Deep Approach     -.005    .964  




 Association between learning approaches and academic performance 
 
Table 2 indicated that there is association between surface approach and academic 
performance.  
 
Table 2 Correlation between Learning Approaches and Academic Performance  
 
          Academic Performance   
  
                    r                 p 
          .242*       .022 
Dimension of Learning Approaches 
 
Deep Approach    .166       .118 
Surface Approach    .244*       .02 
 
Previous research indicated that students adopting deep-level learning strategies are 
associated with high-quality learning outcomes, however this research found that mostly 
students adopt the surface approach has an effect on their academic performance. This study 
also confirms that Asian students are proved to tend using the surface approach than deep 
approach which had been investigated as one main distinguished factor between Asian and 
Western students in learning (Ramburuth, 2001; Ramburuth, 2000).  
 
It is also revealed that international students that have higher social anxiety are more likely to 
adapt with surface approach of learning, reported the same result as in Enwistle and Smith 
(2002).  Leary and Kowalski (1998) define that people experience social anxiety when they 
are motivated to make a desired impression on other people but doubt that they will 
successfully do so. The students may be satisfied with a particular outcome and they are 
unwilling to take the risk to go further in to the deep approach. They also might feel that they 
do not have the capacity to achieve more, therefore seek to understand at a level that allows a 
personal comfort zone to remain intact. This emphasizes the social anxiety as a factor that 
influence international students’ in UUM adapting surface approach in learning. 
 
Implications 
The study provides information for UUM that could enable management and staff to realize 
that there is some level of anxiety felt by the international students. Understanding and 
acknowledging the similarities and differences are the first step to diversity management with 
taking action to address issues of differences is the next step. In the institutional level, there 
needs to be support and resources for facing globalization, in order to expand internationally 
as UUM’s vision to be a global management excellence university.  
 
One important action that can be done in facing this challenge is to create a specific program 
such as an education development and support initiatives for international students. The 
model may be divided into two parts, student-related and staff-related. For the international 
learners, the programs can be in the form of learning and language courses or workshops and 
peer support programs. From the staff of UUM, programs such as resources development, 
induction programs, internationalization of the curricula, staff development and training 
would be really influential in facilitating students into the new culture and learning 
environment, to promote understanding of cultural differences and to foster how to manage 
the process of learning conducted in a cultural differences background. The recommendation 
and suggestion are merely in a general form to recognize that the differences are certainly 





The study shows that the undergraduate international students in Universiti Utara Malaysia 
have moderate level of social anxiety. It is also found that the international students’ social 
anxiety has a relationship with approach of learning, thus associate with their academic 
performance. The extent to which of these approaches is influenced by other factors such as 
cultural or environmental factors also need further investigation. Apart from that, future 
studies should also examine the roles of teaching skills, social adjustment, program 
curriculum, and negative issue such as stereotyping on international students, which may 
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